Iowa\u27s Barns: Form & Function by Horton, Loren N
Khotos by Michael R Harker 
Text by Loren N. H orton
—| f A. J —- -- _ - - » » - - -• ^
Barn near Dubuque, Dubuque County, photographed in 1999
/ALL PHOTOS. PAGES 6-28 AND FRONT COVER, COURTESY OF AND COPYRIGHT BY M ICHAEL P HARKER
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Barns are not unique to Iowa, to the Midwest, to the 
United States, or to any other particular part of the 
world. Wherever there have been farms and farmers, 
there have been barns. Barns fulfill a certain function 
on a farm. When that function becomes obsolete, then 
so does the barn. Barns have been constructed in a 
wide variety of architectural styles, using a wide va­
riety of building materials. The old dictum that form 
follows function is true of barns, to a certain extent, 
but there are many other factors that determine just 
what sort of barn is constructed on a particular farm. 
Barns, like the people who built them, exhibit traits 
of individuality. The traditions familiar to the farmer 
are also primary considerations. In Iowa's barns, we 
see both tradition and change, form and function.
Barn near Mechanicsville, Cedar County. 1998
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10 Iowa Heritage Illustrated
In many parts of Europe, the barn was combined with 
other outbuildings. Sometimes they were even com­
bined with the dwelling for the people, in structures 
known as "housebarns." There was a great deal of 
practicality involved in such a structure, because the 
welfare of the animals and the storage of food prod­
ucts were essential to the survival of the farm family. 
Joining these functions into one elongated structure 
ensured that the people were close to both the ani­
mals and the food supply in times of inclement 
weather. The warmth of the animals also helped to 
keep the people warm.
This limestone barn south of Charles Citv is anJ
Iowa example of what some of the more elaborate 
European housebarns looked like. Though it is un­
likely that it was used in this way in Floyd County, 
the farmer who built this barn (or who had it built) 
may have had European traditions in mind.
Limestone barn near Charles City, Floyd County, 2000
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Barn fires were something to be dreaded. A fire could 
easily burn down the entire barn before enough 
people could assemble from neighboring farms to 
help put the fire out. Not only was the building lost, 
so was the hay it stored, and all too often the animals 
it sheltered. The lightning rods on this barn roof are 
one of the methods farmers used to guard against fires 
started by lightning strikes.
Because hay stored in a barn has a tendency to 
pack down and heat up in the curing process, spon­
taneous combustion was not uncommon and was an­
other cause of barn fires. Ventilation was vital so that 
the hay would dry thoroughly. Rooftop ventilators, 
cupolas, and louvered windows like the ones on this 
barn were all ways of bringing air into the mow. An­
other technique was to scatter salt through the loose 
hay in the mow to speed up the drying.
The long, low roof visible on this side of the struc­
ture is typical of shed barns. This attached roof pro­
vided additional shelter for animals outside the barn.
Barn near North Liberty, Johnson County, 2001
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Although the majority of Iowa's barns were rectan­
gular in shape, octagon barns enjoyed a brief period 
of popularity in the 1880s among more experimen­
tally minded farmers, especially after they were pro­
moted by Iowan Lorenzo S. Coffin and agricultural 
journals.
One of the finest examples of an octagon barn in 
Iowa is the Secrest Barn, near Downey, now being 
restored to its original splendor by Rich Tyler. Built 
in 1883 by George Frank Longerbeam, the barn is no­
table for the octagonal cupola, the number of win­
dows in the side walls, the elaborate circular hay track 
and hay distribution system in the interior, and the 
structure's sheer beauty. As historian Lowell Soike 
explains, Longerbeam "eliminated the usual heavy 
timber posts [and instead constructed] hand-lami­
nated forty-foot-long beams from 1x6 inch strips (18 
per beam) that he soaked, curved, and fastened to­
gether. The result: a majestic group of [eight] gently 
curved beams [stretching] . . .  to the roof's apex in 
support of a graceful bell-shaped roof hovering over 
an immense interior space." The loft held 200 tons of 
loose hay.
Octagon barn near Downey. Johnson County 2000
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s***.
àCanfield's round barn, Dunkerton, Black Hawk County, 2000
16 Iowa Herí tage IIl us tra ted
IThe cousins of the octagonal barn were the "true-round" barns and po­
lygonal barns (with 6, 10, 12, or 16 sides), built mostly in the second 
decade of the 20th century. This true-round barn near Dunkerton is con- 
structed of hollow clay tile, a popular building material early in the cen­
tury because of the rising cost and scarcity of lumber, the state's many 
tile manufacturing plants, and promotion of tile by the Iowa State Col­
lege Agricultural Experiment Station. Concrete was another new build­
ing material for barns, displacing limestone foundations and dirt floors.
In true-round barns, the stalls, mangers, and feeding and cleaning 
alleys were laid out in a circle, often around a silo. This was more con­
venient for the farmer, since 20th-century barns often housed feeder beef 
cattle and dairy herds. Round barns resisted heavy winds better than 
rectangular barns, and their self-supporting roofs created more unob­
structed loft space. Such features may have originally appealed to some 
farmers, but most turned their backs on the innovation. Very few true- 
round or polygonal barns were built after 1920, because of their com­
plexity and expense, the difficulty of building additions, and the start of 
the farm depression. Most important, the champions of the experiment 
had come to recognize that the rectangular barn had definite advantages.
Spring 2003 17
This is a wonderful example of a monitor barn, and it is heartbreaking 
to see that this particular barn has apparently outlived its usefulness on 
this particular farm. Yet there remain the impressive features from the 
barn's past. The raised portion of the roof, the "monitor," admitted light 
and fresh air; the same feature was used on railway cars and, much 
earlier, as the "clerestory" on medieval churches. The slide-down hay 
door in the gable end is topped by a formidable hay peak. The hay track 
running along the inside of the ridgepole was probably manufactured 
by the Louden Company of Fairfield, Iowa. Farmers looked to Louden 
for metal equipment for barns, including ventilators, hay tracks and 
forks, sliding door tracks, and carrier systems for feed and litter.
Although haymows conjure up romantic images for those who never 
helped "make hay," the reality of working in the mow was far different. 
By a system of ropes and pulleys, a set of large forks (tine, harpoon, or 
grapple style) lifted huge wads of hay from a hayrack and hauled that 
hay up to the metal track at one end of the roof and then into the barn 
along the track. When the rope was tripped, the wad of hay (or later, the 
block of bales) dropped on the floor of the haymow. It then was the job 
of one or two unlucky people who happened to draw the assignment to 
mow or stack the hay back into the remote corners of the cavity to make 
room for the next forkful that would soon be dropped in their midst. 
Clouds of dust and hayseeds filled the haymow on these occasions, ren­
dering breathing a difficult and hazardous operation.
The windmill behind this barn reminds us of another essential farm­
ing practice, pumping water, a tedious chore often done by hand by the 
children in the family. Until rural electrification spread across Iowa, 
windpower and windmills made watering thirsty livestock on a hot sum­
mer day much easier. What an exhilarating invention! The windmill 
did the work, and the essential water kept on flowing.
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■  The enormous hay bales outside this barn remind us 
I  that each technological change in cutting, drying, and 
I  storing hay requires changes in skills, equipment, and 
H structures. Hay was first stored in stacks created in 
I  the fields, but exposure to weather brought mold and 
I  rot. Bringing the hay into a barn protected it from the 
I  elements, but loose hay quickly filled up a haymow.
I ’;! More hay could be stored in a barn if it was first
b. compressed into bales out in the fields. Bound to-
f *
Fv gether by wire or twine, the rectangular bales were
' ^  ffd |-
P  of a size that could be lifted by an ordinary farmer, 
H  stacked efficiently in a loft, and thrown down to hay 
^  mangers and livestock below. But haylofts in earlier 
r:} barns couldn't always handle the extra weight of bales.
In 1971 came the innovation of large, round bales,
M
by Vermeer Manufacturing of Pella, Iowa. The baler
m
^  rolls the hay into cylinders roughly five feet in diam- 
g  eter, much larger than traditional barns could accom- 
modate. Wrapping the bales in a protective covering
\
reduced the need for indoor storage away from the 
\C elements.
Other technological changes brought more 
changes in farm structures. As farm equipment in­
creased in size, farmers could no longer fit tractors 
and other machinery into the traditional barn with 
its many support posts and low rafters. By the 1970s, 
single-story metal pole-barns frequently sheltered 
equipment, livestock, and harvested crops on Iowa farms.
Bam near Mount Vernon. Linn County, 1999
PvjBU£ i ^
Î 'Ï-j '
Although this imposing limestone barn with the ornamental roof fini- 
als is not a typical Iowa barn, one feature is common: multiple stories. 
Note the four levels of windows.
In this barn, the entrance on the end opens at ground level, so that 
the cattle and horses could be brought directly into the section of the 
barn with stalls, pens, milking stanchions, and hay mangers. The middle 
level of the barn was accessible through another large door that swung 
out or slid open (here, barely visible on the facade facing right). This 
allowed the farmer to drive a wagon directly into the barn for loading 
and unloading. Hay was stored in the topmost levels. Sometimes barns 
that are built on two different grades are called "bank barns." Often a 
ramp constructed of planks or earth leads up to the second level.
Ori the next page, a bank barn and clay tile silo (photographed in 1999 
in Dubuque County) catch the light and shadow of a winter day.
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IMichael P. Harker is a professional photographer from  Cedar Rap­
ids and an ophthalmic photographer at U niversity o f Iowa Hospi­
tals and Clinics. M any more o f his fin e  photos appear in Harker's 
Barns: Visions of an American Icon, w ith text by Jim Heynen 
(Iowa City: U niversity o f Iowa Press, 2003). Harker uses Ansel 
Adam s's zone system  fo r  exposing and developing his black and 
white negatives, which he then prints on silver gelatin paper.
------------------------- — — — —— —— »
S u p p o rt beam s in barn in W ash ing ton  County, 2000
Loren N. Horton lives in Iowa City. He continues to research, 
write, and lecture on Iowa history, after 17 years in teaching and 
24 years at the State Historical Society o f Iowa.
This presentation was developed from  "Barns ofloum , " a touring 
exhibit commissioned by H umanities Iowa, w ith photos by Harker 
and text by Horton. O ur thanks to H um anities Iowa fo r  permis­
sion to adapt the exhibit material fo r  readers o f this magazine.
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In November 1993 I took a photo of a windmill 
vane mechanism leaning against a barn in rural 
Clutien lowa.This was the beginning of my explo­
ration of barns as artistic material for fine art pho­
tography, but it also led to an epiphany I came to 
realize, as have many lowans, that these barns were 
disappearing and with them a way of life. Iowa is 
losing a thousand barns a year; to fire, storm, ur­
banization, neglect, and removal.
The project that evolved became both an artis- 
tic endeavor and a recording process—an “artistic 
documentary.’The urge to record does not pre­
clude the creation of outstanding visual composi­
tions. The “truth" of my photographs is manipu­
lated, like all truth. I photograph from a personal 
point of view, a physical point of observation, and *•
a synthesis of reality, interpretation, and nostalgia. 
My project’s main goal is to leave a long-lasting 
visual record of what I believe is one of the most 
significant economic engines and ways of life in our 
state’s history—farming—as portrayed by the icon 
of agrarian culture—-the barn.
The simple process of approaching farmers to 
ask permission to go on their land to get my pho­
tographs led to many conversations about their 
barns.There was both pride in their family histo­
ries and a sadness that changes in the economy of 
family farming and modern methods of agriculture 
were ringing a death knell for the viability of the 
barns. Each barn reflects the plight of the individual 
farm operation, and I believe that my images act as 
a barometer of these conditions.
— Michael P. Harker
F u r th e r  re a d in g  o n  Io w a ’s b a rn s
0 Harker’s Barns: Visions o f  an American Icon, p h o to g ra p h s  by Michael P H arken te x t  by Jim H eynen  (U niversity o f  Iowa Press, 2003).
• Without Right Angles: The Round Barns o f Iowa, by Lowell J. Soike (S ta te  H istorical D e p a rtm e n t, 1983; 2nd  ed. Penfield Press, 1991).
• Barns o f the Midwest, ed . Allen G. N o b le  and  H u b e r t  G. H. W ilhelm  (O h io  U niversity Press, 1995).
• V iew ing Iow a’s Farm steads,” c h a p te r  by Lowell J. Soike, in Take This Exit: Rediscovering the Iowa Landscape, ed. R o b e r t F. Sayre (Iow a S ta te  
University Press, 1989).
• For th e se  and o th e r  books, a rtw o rk , and  p o s te rs  o f  Iowa barns, sh o p  a t th e  M useum  S to re  a t th e  S ta te  H istorical Building Iowa, 60 0  E. 
Locust, D es M oines, IA 5 0 3 19 ( 5 15 -2 8 3 -1757). S hop  online a t w w w .iow ahisto ry .org . Click on  "M useum  S to re .”
B a rn  p re s e r v a t io n  a n d  a d v o c a c y
• The Iowa Barn F oundation  (w w w .io w ab arn fo u n d a tio n .o rg ) e d u c a te s  th e  public, p rov ides barn  re s to ra tio n  m atching grants, sp o n so rs  
an all-state barn  to u r  o f  re s to re d  barns, and  publishes a sem i-annual m agazine fo r m em b ers . C on tac t: Iowa Barn Foundation,
c /o  R oxanne Mehlisch, 17 5 9 0  7 3 0 th  A venue, Zearing, IA 50278 , p h o n e  6 4 1 -487-7690 .
• Iowa has 220  barns o n  th e  N ational R egister o f  H istoric Places. Yours m ay b e  eligible if it fits any o f  th e se  criteria: • My barn  is very  
old (built b e fo re  1870  in Iowa), o r  very  large (m o re  th an  4 0  x 60 feet) • My barn  is built w ith  all-stone walls th a t  e x te n d  from  th e  
foundation  to  th e  roof. • My barn  is o f  unusual sh ap e  (n o t rec tangu lar o r  L-shaped, b u t square , oc tagon , round , o r  U -shaped) • My 
barn  w as publicized as a m o d e l fo r n ew  barn  e q u ip m e n t préfabrication , o r  innovative co n stru c tio n  techn iques. • My barn  w as w h e re  
an im p o rtan t ev en t h a p p e n e d  (such as a farm  p ro te s t  m eeting, o r  th e  founding o f  a farm  organization), w h e re  a n o te d  o r  em in en t 
agriculturist w o rk ed  w hile gaining fam e, o r  w h e re  th e  first o f  a n ew  b re e d  o f  cattle  o r  o th e r  livestock w as in tro d u ced  in this region o r  
state . • My b am  w as built in acco rd  w ith  b luep rin t plans th a t I still possess (for exam ple , L ouden  M achinery Co. designs). • My barn  is 
an early know n ex am p le  in my vicinity o f  cu rv ed  ra fte r  ro o f  design. • My barn  has an unusual series o f  in te rio r plank tru sse s  s u p p o r t ­
ing th e  ro o f  (p e rh ap s  a C lyde o r  "Iow a” truss, o r  a Shaw ver truss), o r  an unusual design (arch itectural form , d eco ra tio n , o r  em bellish ­
m ents) • For m o re  inform ation, c o n ta c t Beth F o ste r Hill, N ational R egister C o o rd in a to r  S ta te  H istorical Society  o f  Iowa, 600  E.
Locust, D es M oines, IA 5 0 3 19, p h o n e  5 15 - 2 8 1 - 4 1 37, e-m ail a t B eth.Foster@ iow a.gov
B a rn  p h o to g ra p h y  fe a tu r e d  a t  Io w a  S ta te  F a ir  in 2 0 0 4
• T he S tate  Fair P h o to g rap h y  Salon will salu te  th e  barns o f  Iowa in a special th e m e  category. This is a ju ried  com petition . For ru les and 
en try  form s, w rite: C harley  S tarnes, P h o to g rap h y  Salon S u p t, Iowa S ta te  Fair S ta teh o u se , 4 0 0  E. 14th St., D es M oines, IA 5 0 3 19 - 0 198.
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From the photographer
